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TENNYSON’S “ULYSSES” VIA LACAN AND THE
 
BIBLE: A DECONSTRUCTIONIST VIEW
Gretchen Kay Lutz
San Jacinto College
Deconstruction, pointing out instances of the Western
 
metaphysical value system at work, is particularly appropriate for
 Tennyson’s “Ulysses” because the poem is about the system.
 Deconstruction challenges the value system of Western Metaphysics,
 the system of polarities that says presence has privilege over absence,
 being has privilege over nothingness, good has privilege over evil,
 speech/writing,
 
identity/difference, and  so on. Ulysses’ life  is polarized:  
He can stay home and be king, or he can continue
 
to travel; he can exist  
with the knowledge he has or seek that universally valid statement
 “[b]eyond the utmost bound of human thought.”1 He can remain
 peacefully alive in Ithaca
 
or risk  death at  sea; he can fulfill his identity  
or remain merely a name. Not only the character Ulysses faces
 polarized choices;
 
the reader faces questions that seem  to  demand choices  
dictated by metaphysics’ system of privilege: Is Ulysses admirable or
 irresponsible? Does the poem present a Christian message or a non
­Christian message? Does the poem affirm good moral values, or
 
does  
it renounce
 
them?
A reader seeking insight would logically look to the critics for
 answers,
 
and there  he  would  find that opinion is also polarized. Unlike  
interpretive criticism that reads, “Although I agree with
 
on these points,  
you should consider these new points,” the critics speak of Tennyson’
s “Ulysses” in absolutes, with few in-between opinions. Arthur Ward
 remarks: “Critics find the character [Ulysses] absolutely heroic or
 absolutely despicable.” Gordon Pitts refers to the commentaries about
 “Ulysses” as “a kind of ‘sport’ in Tennyson criticism.” Then Pitts opts
 to engage in the sport by taking a side, as he explains: “This paper
 suggests an interpretation to support
 
the view that ‘Ulysses’ is neither a  
glib declaration of Victorian optimism, nor a
 
Machiavellian growl, nor  
a wretched
 
cacaphony, but a consistent, well-controlled, finely wrought  
work of art.” Tony Robbins counters: “It
 
is a  curious characteristic of  
‘Ulysses’ that it is not a single, unified, or wholly connected
 discourse.” Paul Brown reports on the Tennyson poll by remarking
 “how much of both appreciation
 
and depreciation revolves around a few 
centers, and how repetitive
 
it all is in spite of the  variations  in style  and  
the shifting points of
 
view.”2 Appearing to abstain from taking sides,
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John D. Rosenberg says that “Tennyson’s characteristic note is one of
 
ambivalence between certainty and doubt, past and present, illusion and
 reality.” But Rosenberg finally casts his ballot: “He [Tennyson]
 incorporates these dichotomies into a vision which . . . constitutes a
 remarkable poetic achievement.”3 So, having consulted the critics, the
 reader finds not 
even
 a majority view as to what opinion he should hold 
of the character Ulysses. The reader, like the character Ulysses, looks
 for truth, a universally valid statement, a metaphysical answer. Even
 Tennyson himself, according to his biographers, was looking for the
 truth, some universally valid statement to answer his questions about
 the death of his friend Hallam. But the poem gives no universally valid
 statements. Rather it demonstrates the peculiarly human longing for
 that which humans cannot find, cannot have, cannot be.
Employing the
 
critical theory of deconstruction will help the reader  
to understand Ulysses’ longing. Deconstruction’s theory negates the
 possibility of absolutely true assertions, but
 
for praxis's sake, one must  
assume these: (1) All
 
polarities are false. (2) Language cannot reliably  
speak about itself. (3) There is 
nothing
 outside the text. (4) One cannot  
make a universally valid statement. Of the two prophets of
 deconstruction, Jacques
 
Derrida,  the philosopher, and Jacques Lacan, the  
psychoanalyst, Lacan, the psychoanalyst, uses the vocabulary of his
 field to show how the ineffable desire for presence affects human
 behavior. As “Ulysses” is a dramatic monologue which, Robert
 Langbaum explains, in Tennyson’s works “turn[s] not on ethical
 absolutes but upon character,"4 the psychoanalyst Lacan’s method is
 appropriate to
 analyze
 the  character Ulysses.
Lacan’s neo-Freudian theory gives a tragic view of life. Man’s
 desire 
is
 made possible by the symbolic order, language, the Other.  
The symbolic order always promises a fully integrated ego and also
 always denies it. The symbolic order is the force that tells a man he
 
is  
“I,” 
one
 whole; but because the word “I” is dependent on the symbolic  
order, the Other, tells the subject that “I” is not unitary, but split. “I”
 belongs not exclusively and uniquely to the subject but to something
 outside the ego, i.e., the Other. The “I” is also a “me” in the sense of
 being an object of another’s 
statement.
 The Other creates desire for the  
fully-integrated ego, yet it always frustrates the desire. The
 
ego  is  never  
quite one’s own. Man leads a life of tragic desire for that which he
 cannot have.
To Lacan, this desire expresses itself in an interplay of aggressivity
 
and narcissism. The aggressive personality desires domination over
 others; the narcissistic personality desires love from others. Although
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one personality tendency may dominate the other one, aggressivity and
 
narcissism are both present in the same subject Thus, the
 predominantly aggressive Ulysses undercuts his aggressive statements
 with statements of veiled narcissism, What Ulysses fries to say 
is undermined by his words. As Lacan explains, "The language itself
 speaks, and no doubt
,
 where it  is least expected, namely, where there  is 
pain. Ulysses' declarations of aggressive bravado are countered by
 words that reveal his narcissistic longing for love.
In 11.1-5,
 
Ulysses9 aggressive side complains about boring,, sterile  
Ithaca: He is idle,, the hearth 
is
 still, the crags are barren, his job is a  
bore, the laws are unequal, and the race is savage. But what really
 bothers the narcissistic side is that Ulysses
'
 people live their lives and,  
as he says, "know not me." His people do not care about him; they do
 not appreciate his efforts. The aggressive Ulysses, however, quickly
 changes the subject: "I cannot rest from travel; I will drink/Life to the
 lees.” Ulysses counters that he 
is
 not dissatisfied with Ithaca because  
his people do not
 
love him. Rather  he is dissatisfied simply  because he  
is a traveler, an adventurer who must take the most
 from
 life, Ulysses9  
aggressive voice continues to fry to convince itself by saying, "All
 times I have enjoyed/Greatly," but actually he has also "suffered
 greatly," In the words,
 
"Both with those that loved me," Ulysses openly  
displays the importance he places on love from others, but he quickly
 counters himself with the words "and alone," "And alone" is, on the
 surface, an
 
assertive statement: "I can succeed without anyone's help,"  
These words also reveal that Ulysses sees himself as lonely. His
 condition does not change with location, either, as life for Ulysses
 holds the same mix of joy and suffering whether on shore or on "the
 dim sea,99
The hurrying motion pervading the poem in 11, 10-11 ceases when
 
Ulysses makes the statement of his identity: "I am become a name."
 His long "m" sounds prolong the statement, as if he wants to hold onto
 the idea until he runs out of breath. The words are significant in that
 Tennyson has deliberately chosen "I am become" rather than "I have
 become,99 or the less likely choice for the aging Ulysses, "I am
 becoming." The elongating "m
"
 sounds indicate Ulysses9 desire to  
maintain his identity as long as possible. Moreover, the words
 themselves indicate a longing for presence, for being, for maintaining
 the now. Just as soon as Ulysses says, "I am,99 he no longer "is99
 because he has "become." Ulysses wants to hold his presence in the now, but
 
his desire cannot be fulfilled, Derrida explains in Speech and  
Phenomena that the now is always dependent upon what
 
comes before  
and after. Now is continuous with the not now and therefore
 
3
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contaminated by the not now. As 
soon
 as one utters the  words,  “I am,”  
he cannot complete the statement before he “has become” someone,
 something other 
than
 he was when he uttered, “I am.”
Furthermore, Ulysses’ statement of 
his
 own identity is at  once an  
aggressive brag—“I
 
am a big name”—and at the  same time a poignant  
narcissistic admission—“They 
do
 not know the real me; I am only a  
name, a name among many.” But the aggressive voice takes over with
 an upbeat tone: “For always
 
roaming with a hungry heart/Much have I  
seen and
 
known,” as Ulysses attempts to define himself in terms of his  
deeds, 
his
 continuing desire. What Ulysses mentions as “much he has  
seen
 
and known” is peculiar,  considering that he has seen and known  far  
more arresting phenomena. One would expect the slayer of the
 Cyclops, the man who has literally been to hell and
 
back, to list  those  
deeds rather than to give
 
what we must see as a Victorian  list of “cities  
of men/And manners, climates, councils, governments.” Here one may
 see more Tennyson in the character
 
Ulysses than a first reading might  
indicate. At any rate, as one expects, Ulysses, does mention Troy, and
 in so doing he gives the key words to explain “much he has seen and
 known.” Ulysses
 
at Troy has  been “with his peers”; he  has been part of  
a group of men in “cities, councils, governments,” and more
 importantly, those societies, unlike his own Ithacans, have honored
 him. The narcissistic side of Ulysses
 
needs acceptance by other people.  
Accordingly, “I am part of all that I have met” echoes the premise on
 which all narcissism 
is
 based: “I am all the objects; the objects are  
me.” This phraseology differs from the aggressive premise: “I am
 determined to make all the objects mine.” Despite his experiences,
 despite the honors others have given him, Ulysses 
is
 not satisfied.  
Desire
 
leads him on, desire for “that untraveled world....”
As Ulysses begins to plan his voyage, he begins to consider his
 death. On the literal 
level
 it is no surprise that  an old man  planning  an  
important venture would think of death, wondering, “What if I die
 first?” Moving toward
 
one’s death, however, is also a characteristic of  
aggressivity, in what Freud calls the death instinct. Ulysses’ having
 had many adventures and seeking more 
is
 typical pleasure seeking,  
pleasure
 
seeking being defined in deconstructionist terms  as  substituting  
signifier for signifier in an attempt to reach the signified. But the
 “playfulness,” as Derrida calls it, of the many substitutions lets the
 subject know he cannot achieve wholeness. Therefore, repeated
 obsessive pleasure seeking
 
and its inevitable frustration tend  eventually  
toward the death wish. Thinking of death, Ulysses
 
complains that “life  
piled on life/Were all too little, and of
 
one to me/Little remains.” He  
speaks of “that eternal silence,” and later says, “Death closes all.” On
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one hand he is obsessed with staying alive long enough to have his
 
final adventure, but
 
he  finally  admits that  his plan is actually to  rush to  
his
 
death, as he concludes by saying, “My purpose  holds/To sail beyond  
the sunset, and the baths/Of all the western stars, until I
 
die.”
Ulysses’ desire has become an obsession as Lacan defines the
 aggressive desire for the impossible, a desire that can never be
 fulfilled.6 Ulysses wants “to follow knowledge like a sinking
 star,/Beyond the utmost bound of human thought.” He wants the
 impossible when he says he wants “to sail beyond the sunset, and the
 baths/Of all the western stars.” In desiring this final sea voyage
 Ulysses demonstrates the obsessive personality’s behavior as Lacan
 describes it: “The obsessive
 
neurotic always  repeats the  initial germ of  
the trauma .... There is. a certain precipitancy, a
 
fundamental lack  of  
maturation” (p. 17).
Ulysses’ immaturity in leaving Telemachus alone to rule is a
 
criticism
 
often made against his  character. One might expect a monarch  
to feel guilty about leaving his throne. But
 
Ulysses expresses guilt for  
quite a different
 reason:
 as he says, “Vile it were/For me three suns to  
store and hoard myself,/And this gray spirit yearning in desire.”
 Ulysses feels guilty because for three
 
years  he rested without yielding to  
his desire.
So controlled by his obsessive desire for more, Ulysses indicates
 
that the old adventures cannot satisfy him, using a troubling image,
 “Life piled on life/Were all too little.” This image may suggest the
 dead from battle, piled up for burning. The surface meaning is “all
 lives put together would not be enough for one 
who
 now has little life  
of his own left,” but there 
is
 a hint that Ulysses’ obsession controls  
him beyond sensitivity to  the deaths  of his comrades.
Accordingly, critic Arthur Ward accuses Ulysses of “narrow
 ruthlessness” in using others to help 
him
 attempt to fill his desire.7  
Although he does not use Lacan’s categories, Ward describes the
 neurotic nature of Ulysses this way: “Ulysses’ ego devours everything
 outside it” (p. 
313).
 After comparing Ulyyses with Tithonus, who, in  
Lacan’s terms would
 
be predominantly narcissistic, Ward concludes: “  
Ulysses’ endless quest has ... left him without the capacity to do the
 duty that lies nearest him, without companionship, without much of
 
a  
memory, without
 
his full sanity. It  has pared him down to nothing but  
‘the need for going forward,’ a blind energy 
which
 will not submit to  
despair or to reality” (pp. 318-319). Also noting the escapism in
 Ulysses, Paul
l
 F. Baum comments on the Byronic nature of the  
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character, comparing him with Milton’s Satan. Hearing Miltonic
 
echoes in the line
 
“ To strive, to seek and not to yield,” Baum states:
It is here that we find Tennyson most clearly expressing
 
“the need of going forward and braving the struggle of
 life.” But it would be untrue to say that this need is
 implicit in the whole poem. One does not brave the
 struggle of life ... by resigning prudence, the useful and
 the good ... 
to
 one’s son. This is the philosophy of  
escape. We feel that Ulysses has somewhat deceived
 himself—or that Tennyson is confused about it. The
 magnificent language does not quite conceal the muddled
 thinking.8
If Ulysses is the “narrowly ruthless” obsessive neurotic that this
 
analysis thus far shows him to be, then 
how
 have other readers, many  
of t em, in fact, found Ulysses admirable? Readers who find the
 character Ulysses admirable focus on the nature of his
 
obsessive quest, a  
quest for knowledge, for Platonic Truth. Let Telemachus take care of
 the administrative chores for which he is suited; let Ulysses pursue that
 higher, better goal,
 
knowledge. Ulysses’ quest for knowledge, however,  
must be understood in terms of Dante’s Divine Comedy, a generally
 acknowledged source for Tennyson’s poem. “W.B. Stanford...thinks
 that it was Dante who revolutionized the interpretation of Ulysses by
 depicting him as a ‘man possessed by an irresistable desire for
 knowledge.... ”’9 In the Divine Comedy, having persuaded his men to
 be “more than brutes,” Ulysses brings his small vessel within sight of
 the Mountain of Purgatory, the way to Paradise. But God sends a
 whirlwind to destroy Ulysses and his men before they can come
 nearer.10 God prevents
 
Ulysses from knowing what is  beyond  this life. 
According to Dante, Ulysses fails, because 
he
 seeks knowledge God  
does not want 
him
 to have. To modem minds, seeking such knowledge  
does
 
not seem  a sin, although Dante sees differently. In Paradiso Dante  
reaffirms his scorn for
 
Ulysses’ quest when he looks down on earth to  
see “the mad track of Ulysses” (p. 148).
The Mountain of Purgatory can help one to understand Dante’s
 
attitude toward seeking such knowledge. The Mountain appears three
 times—when Ulysses tells his story, when Dante himself sees the
 Mountain, and when the First Soul, Adam, 
talks
 about his time there.  
The First Soul explains his sin: “Now, my 
son,
 the tasting of  the tree  
was not by itself the cause of so great an exile, but only the
 overpassing of the bound...” (p. 147). Original Sin, then, 
is
 trying to  
6
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know what man is forbidden to know. In deconstructionist terms,
 
dissatisifed with the signifiers provided him, Adam, attempts to know
 the signified. Translating the traditional Bible story into
 deconstructionist terms,
 
we  may perceive that man is forbidden  to know  
the signified, that is, the
 
universally valid statements that only God can  
know. In Lacan’s Freudian terms, 
man
 is forbidden by the Other the  
symbolic order, to know the signified because there is no signified.
 Ulysses is thus a sort of Everyman, guilty of the Original Sin—desire
 for that 
which
 man cannot have, cannot know, because, in the Lacanian  
scheme, the whole sense of a Prelapserian self is an illusion. The
 system of language, the Other, at once both promises and forbids an
 innocent, Edenic state. Consequently, the tragic state of Ulysses and
 
all  
mankind is to pursue knowledge,
 
usually in the form of experience, as a  
means
 
to the impossible task  of reintegrating the self.
If Tennyson’s “Ulysses” says that life 
is
 a tragic pursuit of the  
impossible,
 
then how  have other readers found  an  optimistic  message in  
the poem? J.H. Buckley
 
writes, “Deliberately  conceived to express ‘the  
need of going forward,’ ‘Ulysses’ is clearly the most vigorously
 assertive of the poems occasioned by Hallam’s death.”11 Even
 Tennyson himself wrote, “There is more about myself in ‘Ulysses,’
 which was written under the sense of loss and that all had gone by, but
 that life must
 
be fought out to the end. It was more with the  feeling of  
his loss upon me 
than
 many poems in In Memoriam.”12 These words  
from Tennyson suggest that “Ulysses” was perhaps more personally
 theraputic, that it gave him the will to go on in a way that the
 philosophical In Memoriam did not.
If Ulysses is trapped within his obsession for
 
knowledge, how does  
the
 
poem bring solace to Tennyson? Something must be missing thus  
far from this reading. That something is an intertext, 
as
 the  
deconstructionists call it, in addition to the
 
accepted Dante and Homer.  
That intertext 
is
 the Bible. Tennyson’s use of  the Bible is prodigious.  
Edna Moore Robinson cites over two hundred direct
 
Scripture references  
in Tennyson’s poetry. Tennyson himself declared, “‘The Bible ought to
 be read, were it only for the sake of the grand English in which it is
 written, an education in itself.’” According to Thomas Burton,
 moreover, “Sometimes the use of allusions seems to indicate that
 Tennyson wrote with a particular scriptural passage fresh in mind or
 even with the Bible open before him; for the most part, however, the
 biblical allusions seem to spring from an extensive reservoir of
 memory.”13
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With the Bible so much a part of him, probably Tennyson wrote
 
“Ulysses” as the answer to Jesus’ questions, “For what shall it
 
profit a  
man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?” (Mark
 8:36). Tennyson’s Ulysses replies, “It little profits ... an idle king.”
 The question Jesus asks implies the two opposite tendencies of human
 desire—the aggressive, the desire to gain the whole world, and the
 narcissistic, the desire to nurture and
 
protect the real self, the essence,  
the true being, the soul. If Tennyson sees himself in the poem, he may
 have thought something like this: “What 
can
 I do, what can I study to  
answer my questions about the death of my friend? What can I learn
 that will give me the answers? Can knowledge give me solace and
 peace?” About Tennyson’s concern for knowledge Elias H. Sneath
 observes that “in In Memoriam, Tennyson meditates long 
and
 seriously  
upon the great problems of knowledge—its origin, nature, reality,
 development, extent; its distinction from faith—almost unconsciously
 constructing a philosophy of life.”14 Sneath goes on to say that for
 Tennyson
 
“[t]here is a domain  of knowledge and a domain of faith. The  
domain of faith lies beyond the reach of knowledge.” Thus what is
 lacking in the character Ulysses, and perhaps was also lacking in
 Tennyson when he wrote, 
is
 not knowledge, but faith. Therefore, by  
confronting himself with the question, “What shall it profit a man, if
 he shall gain the whole world ..,” Tennyson may realize 
the
 “need for  
going on” in faith, without falling prey to desire. 
In
 “Ulysses,” which  
slightly
 
pre-dates In Memoriam, Tennyson may be admitting that some  
questions
 
cannot be answered through mortal effort.
That the poem answers the biblical question “What shall it profit a
 man” might seem tenuous if it were not for other important biblical
 echoes. Ulysses says of Telemachus: “This is my son, mine
 own...well-loved of me...blameless,” echoing a number of biblical
 passages about Jesus. In fact, if one changes the name Jesus for the
 name Telemachus, 11. 33-41 do 
describe
 Jesus:
This is my son, mine own Telemachus,
 
To whom I leave the scepter and the isle,
 Well-loved of me, discerning to fullfill
 This labor, by slow prudence to make mild
 A rugged people, and through soft degrees
 Subdue them to the useful and the good.
 Most blameless is he, centered in the sphere
 Of common duties, decent not to fail
 In offices of tenderness, 
and
 pay  
Meet adoration to my household gods,
8
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Of course,
 
“and pay/Meet adoration to my household  gods” does not fit  
Jesus,
 
but it does make overt the issue  of religion. Ulysses, we divine,  
leaves Telemachus to pursue the faith while he goes to seek worldly
 knowledge.
These biblical echoes do not make Ulysses the equivalent of God,
 
nor do they make Telemachus the equivalent of Christ; such echoes
 must be subconscious with Tennyson, as Burton explains: “Biblical
 thought in Tennyson’s poetry is...both conscious and subconscious,
 and the presence of these two levels of usage partially accounts for
 
the  
range of allusions from direct
 
quotations to elusive biblical echoes.”15  
Rather these resonances underline the relationship between
 
a father and a  
son. Significantly, the father-son relationship 
is
 the major theme of  
Mark 8, the chapter which asks, “What shall it profit a man...?” In
 Mark 8 Jesus for the first time affirms to others 
his
 responsibilities as  
the Son of God. Peter makes the good confession, “Thou art the
 Christ.” Jesus confirms Peter’s statement and then tells his disciples
 what they should expect: “The Son of Man must suffer many things
 and be rejected... and be killed and
 
after three days rise again” (Mark  
8:31). 
In
 other words,  Jesus takes upon himself the  name  of the Father  
and
 
thereby  the responsibilities of that name.
Ulysses, in contrast, refuses to take on the name and
 responsibilities of the father. According to
 
Lacan’s  Freudian theory, a  
mature personality must take on the name of his father; he must take
 on for himself the father’s role in the Oedipal triangle. In a sense,
 usurping the
 
father’s name is killing the  father, and when one takes on  
the father’s
 
name he must know that he himself will be  “killed” in turn  
by his son. The immature Ulysses refuses to play the father’s role.
 Instead he says of his son: “He works his work, I mine.” Such an
 arrangement as “co-fathers” is
 
not possible in the Freudian  scheme. By  
refusing his responsibilities as father, Ulysses further
 
demonstrates his  
neurotic character.
Ironically,
 
the character Ulysses in Homer’s Odyssey, is presumed  
to be the dead father until he returns twenty years later to rule.
 According to Apollidorus, Ulysses is, in fact, killed in classic Oedipal
 fashion, not by Telemachus, but by his other son Telegonus. The
 story goes that
 
“Telemachus had been banished to Cephallenia,  because  
an oracle announced, ‘Odysseus, your own son shall kill you.’ At
 Ithaca, death came to Odysseus as Teiresias had foretold. His son by
 Circe, Telegonus, sailing in search of him, raided Ithaca (which he
 mistook for Corcyra) and Odysseus sallied out to repel the attack.
9
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Telegonus killed him on the seashore....”16 Homer’
s
 Ulysses  
attempts to escape his destiny as a father, a destiny which is, in the
 Freudian scheme,
 
the inescapable  destiny of all mortal men. Similarly,  
Dante’s Ulysses, by questing for forbidden knowledge rather than
 staying at home to assume his fatherly duties, is punished eternally in
 Hell.
What, then, finally happens to Tennyson’s Ulysses? He too may
 
be in Dante’s hell inasmuch as he refers to his mariners as “souls.” At
 any rate, he must continue as he has been, like Milton’s Satan, in a
 hell of his own mind where he cannot rest from travel. So Ulysses’
 words “I cannot rest from travel” sound a helpless lament rather than a
 bold assertion. One notices that Ulysses does not say “I will not rest
 from travel.” For Tennyson’s Ulysses there is no end, no closure, as
 the deconstructionists say. The margin of his goal, says Ulysses,
 “fades/For ever and ever 
when 
I move.” Obsessive  desire controls him, 
forces him onward. He 
is
 the split self longing to be an autonomous  
ego 
as
 is  both promised and denied by the Other.
If there is no way
 
for Ulysses to control desire and no way to reach  
what
 
he desires, does the poem then preach a  message of tragic futility  
for man? Tennyson, who believed in the immortality of souls,17
 perhaps saw Christian faith, which, as mentioned above, he saw as lying beyond the domain of knowledge, as the way out from futile
 pursuit
 
of desire. According to Christian faith, salvation  does not come  
from human effort but from Divine intercession. In this light, Dante’s
 Ulysses is not permitted to assail heaven, but Dante himself is led by
 Beatrice to see Paradise. One may then see Christian salvation as
 salvation from the tragic desire for the unattainable. The saved soul is
 freed from the system of metaphysics. Paradise has no time, no
 polarities. There 
is
 no privilege there. No one, however, can achieve  
his own presence, as
 
Jesus explains in Mark 8, the chapter cited above:  
“For whosoever shall save his life shall lose it; but whosoever shall
 lose his life for my sake and the gospel’s the same shall save it” 
(Mark 8:35). Man by his mortal efforts cannot go beyond the signifiers to the
 signified; one must subsume his desire to the will of 
God.
 Only a  
transcendant power, not understandable, not humanly knowable, can
 transport the soul to the realm of the signified. Tennyson’s biblical
 echoes indicate that Christian faith 
is
 the alternative to his character  
Ulysses’ obsessive quest for
 
knowledge. If  the poem teaches a lesson,  
it is that Ulysses’ way is not the way to peace. Tennyson presents
 Ulysses as a tragic figure, one who has gained 
the
 whole world, only to  
lose his 
soul
 to obsessive desire.
10
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